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Abstract 
All businesses in the world are vulnerable to the crisis that can give a damaging impact on the 
organization’s reputation. The peculiar disappearance of flight MH370 has been one of the 
most highlighted and debated crises in the global perspectives, leaving Malaysia Airlines, the 
carrier, in a tangled situation. This study aims to bridge the gap in research and provide 
insights of crisis management strategies employed by Malaysia Airlines in times of the crisis. 
The Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) is used as a framework in the analysis to 
explore the alignment of crisis management operated by the airlines and the 
recommendations of managing a crisis as guided in theory. The methodology used for this 
study is the qualitative approach. Hence, the data for this study was obtained from a set of 
fifteen media statements, six newspaper articles and four website articles covering on MH370 
crisis have been analyzed using the content analysis approach. It was found that the airline 
was somehow successful in handling the families of victims but not in delivering the crisis 
messages as it obeyed and violated the recommendations in the SCCT. It concludes that MAS 
was fairly productive in implementing strategies as it shows the bad and good ways of 
handling a major disaster. 
Keywords: Crisis Communication, Crisis Management, Crisis Response Strategies, Situational 
Crisis Communication Theory, MH370 
 
Introduction 
In crisis communication management, the potential damage a crisis can impose on an 
organization, its stakeholders and an industry is the threat. In correspondence to Coombs 
(2007), there are three related threats that can be generated by a crisis; i) public safety, ii) 
financial loss and iii) reputation loss. In essence, the ultimate concern in a crisis has to be the 
public safety. The damage from a crisis will be intense if the organization fails to address 
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public safety. Following that, reputation and financial concerns will be significantly affected 
if the safety is not well considered. 
 In conjunction with that, business like aviation industry does not only 

engage in an environment that is erratic, but also vulnerable to crisis. The airline industry is 

occasionally struggling with the crisis which does not follow the standard crisis management pattern 

because of the possibility they might endure sudden crisis that demands immediate attention and 

response despite the strict security procedures outlined for the aviation industry (Alexander, 2013). 

For that reason, aviation companies must gear up to respond expeditiously and effectively. The way an 

aviation company reacts to a crisis not only can affect the upshot of the crisis itself, but it also can have 

a vast impact on the company’s reputation and survival. As a matter of fact, in 2014, MH370 flight 

was disappeared from the radar soon after it departed in less than an hour scheduled from Kuala 

Lumpur to Beijing. The crisis endured by Malaysian Airline System (MAS) Berhad or currently known as 

Malaysia Airlines Berhad (MAB) has become one of the high-profiled tragedies in Malaysia. 

Disastrously, the first original news responding to the misfortune of flight MH370 was released 

approximately five hours after losing communications and radar was disconnected from the MH370 

flight (Eyde, n.d.). The situation has created a credibility gap due to the deferment response from the 

airline company which led Malaysia Airlines’ crisis communication operation an unparalleled 

challenge. 

McClellan (2014) stated that the company has not been speaking with one voice and been 
shrieking like an uncoordinated choir which certainly can lead to confusion. He adds that the 
information supplied by the company was contradicting with each other. The company’s 
response to the disappearance of MH370 is one of the bad examples of crisis communication 
management ever seen. Notably, it is opposing with one of the crisis communication 
management theories, the Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) which claims that 
speaking with one voice in a crisis is a way to maintain accuracy (Coombs, 2007). 
Additionally, the public relations team also exhibited bad performance in failing to 
communicate and prioritize the concerns of families’ victims (Xuan et al., 2017). Najib Razak, 
former Prime Minister of Malaysia, even confessed in an article for the Wall Street Journal 
that in the first few days after the plane disappeared, they were so focused on trying to find 
the aircraft that they did not prioritize the communications. The statement shows that despite 
it is undeniable this tragedy was unprecedented, Malaysia Airlines indeed lost control when 
the crisis hit. In accordance to that, Malaysia Airlines was greatly criticized for its poor crisis 
communication after the plane MH370 went missing and even for not managing the situation 
with more lucidity and promptness (Sudhaman, 2014). 
By right, an accurate and consistent message is more trustable and conceivable. Coombs 
(2014) states that, to speak with a single voice, be quick and try to have the initial responses 
within the first hour are essential to sustain control over the integrity and authenticity of 
information to avert a blunder that might harm the organization’s reputation. This research 
is significant because it investigates the crisis communication handled by Malaysia Airlines in 
many different aspects; delivery of information, handling of victim’s families, crisis response 
strategies and the chosen communication channels, thus this study can help achieve some of 
the gaps that exist in literature (Ashari, Ahmad & Samani, 2017; Adebayo, 2017). Besides, by 
referring to the SCCT, this study stays grounded to the crisis communication management 
and offers possible suggestions on how to apply the theory into a real-life crisis setting. 
Moreover, in Malaysia, crisis management is a new field to be studied, yet it is very pertinent 
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in demand of today’s world as it offers communications, journalism, international studies and 
writing in one umbrella. As mentioned by Moore (2007), the knowledge of crisis 
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management is extremely crucial as it is designed to blend all those elements to bring the 
light on handling the potential crisis situations and deciding how to deal with them. 
Hence, the present study aims to evaluate how far they have succeeded in managing their 
crisis communication. It will be based on one of the crisis management theories, Situational 
Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT). The study fills the gap as it extends the research by 
examining the strategies executed through the news media platform on how the airlines react 
to the crisis and communicate with the stakeholders. This study attempts to answer the 
research questions as follow: 

• What are the styles of crisis communication executed by MAS in the MH370 flight crisis? 

• Are the strategies implemented by MAS align with the crisis communication 
management theory, SCCT? 

 
Crisis 
A crisis has been sufficiently defined in the crisis communication management literature. 
There are numerous definitions of crisis but most of them agree that a crisis can menace the 
organization’s reputation. As claimed by Coombs (2007), crisis is a sudden and unexpected 
event that threatens to disrupt an organization’s operations and poses both financial and 
reputational threat. In addition, the definition mentioned by Fearn-Banks (2001), talks about 
the stakeholders in which a crisis is a major occurrence with a potentially negative outcome 
affecting an organization as well as its publics, services, products and/or good name. It 
interrupts normal business transactions and can, at its worst, threaten the existence of the 
organization. 
 
Crisis Management 
The most common practice for dealing with crises in organisations is called crisis 
communication management. By definition, crisis communication management is a process 
designed to prevent or lessen the damage a crisis can inflict on an organization and its 
stakeholders (Coombs 2007). In Handbook of Public Relations book, Fearn-Banks (2001) 
considers that crisis communication management can be defined as a process of strategic 
planning for a crisis or negative turning point, a process that removes some of the risk and 
uncertainty from the negative occurrence and thereby allows the organization to be in 
greater control of its own destiny. 
 
Crisis Communication 
Planning cannot prevent every crisis and at times, corporations must directly respond to 
corporate crises (Benoit, 2004, cited in Adebayo, 2017). Fearn-Banks (2001) defines crisis 
communication as the dialog between the organization and its publics prior to, during, and 
after the negative occurrence. She explains that the strategies and tactics used are designed 
to minimize damage to the image of the organization. In the Handbook of Crisis 
Communication, Coombs & Holladay (2012) defines crisis communication as the collection, 
processing, and dissemination of information required addressing a crisis situation. In 
addition, crisis communication includes the collection and processing of information for crisis 
team decision making along with the creation and dissemination of crisis messages to people 
outside of the team. 
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Crisis Response Strategies (CRS) 
The CRS were later categorized into two big strategies; primary CRS and secondary CRS. 
Primary CRS includes deny, diminish and rebuild (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). Each facet 
represents a set of strategies that share same communicative goals, reflecting the amount of 
responsibility an organization seems to accept for a crisis and the amount of aid that it seems 
to provide for the victims of the disaster. The secondary strategies which consist of bolstering 
CRS are only supplemental to the primary strategies. Because these strategies focus on the 
organization, they would seem rather egocentric if used alone (Coombs 2006). 
Deny strategy is suggested to be used to omit any connection between the organization and 
the crisis. This type of CRS gives no reputational harm to the corporation as long as the 
organization free from any linkage to the cause of the crisis. On the other hand, the diminish 
CRS argue that the disaster is not as bad as it seems or that the organization lacked control 
over the crisis. Lastly, the rebuild strategy attempts to risen the organization’s reputation by 
providing material and/or symbolic forms of aid to the victim. It can be used as the 
organization’s effort to take positive actions to offset the crisis by providing the 
compensation in the form of gifts and money or apology to indicate the organization takes 
full responsibility for the stakeholders as well as seeking for the forgiveness (Coombs, 2007). 
 
Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) 
The SCCT is one of the two most widely accepted and used crisis response (Adebayo, 2017) 
which is a model that uses an evidence-based strategy. Developed and refined by Timothy 
Coombs, this theory gives a symbolic representation of the organisation’s historical 
performance and its relationship building approach by combining the rhetorical, impression 
management and image restoration concepts together to help predict how stakeholders 
react to the crisis (Coombs, 2006). 
 
Research Methodology 
This research aims to gain in-depth fragmentation on how Malaysia Airlines handled their crisis 
when the MH370 flight went missing. This study adopts a qualitative research to analyse the 
appropriateness of the strategies implemented by MAS during the crisis based on the crisis 
communication management theory, SCCT. This research is based on the analysis of Malaysia 
Airlines’ crisis communication management. Therefore, the method used to obtain data for 
this study is document analysis approach. The news media platform is chosen to aid in 
achieving the goal of this study. As MH370 received attention from the members of the global 
community, fifteen media statements, six online newspaper articles, and three news blogs 
articles are selected for conducting the study. 
The chosen media statements are from the first days of the crisis; March 8th until March 12th, 
2014. In this period, Malaysia Airlines released fifteen (15) media statements which can be said 
as a realistic amount of data to be studied in this paper. Besides, the online newspaper articles 
are chosen to identify the styles implemented by the airlines in the crisis. Correspondingly, 
articles from the online newspaper should match the information provided in Malaysia 
Airlines’ media statements. Note that the articles from the online newspaper are taken for a 
few weeks of time to be the extra information to investigate the handling of the crisis. 
Furthermore, the online newspaper articles are chosen as they are published without any 
interference from the Malaysia Airlines officers themselves. Thus, 
more honest and straightforward articles will be examined to conduct the study. Hence, the 
articles cover the period from March 8th until March 25th, 2014. 
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Last but not least, articles from the news blogs are selected as many international crisis 
strategists provide judgments on how Malaysia Airlines handle the crisis and their 
stakeholders. Hence, an explanation of the way MAS managed the tragedy will be analysed 
from the news blogs articles starting from the March 13th to March 21st, 2014. 
 

Findings and Discussion 
This section will include the findings and discussions to answer the research question. Based 
on thorough analysis, four themes were found to facilitate the discussions. They are the initial 
response, spokesperson, diminish crisis response strategies (justification), and rebuild CRS 
(compensation and apology). 
 
The Initial Response 
As recommended in SCCT, Coombs stated the initial crisis response procedures emphasize on 
three points; 1) be quick, 2) be accurate, and 3) be consistent. Be quick rather simple as it is 
just to respond in the first hour after the crisis occurs. He then added the rationale of being 
quick is the need for the organization to tell its side of the story first to the stakeholders 
before the other party has chances to do so. In this case, the stealing thunder approach falls 
under this scope where it is a matter of timing involving the disclosure of information about 
a crisis (Coombs, 2007). 
In that respect, MAS notified the public regarding the lost connection of the MH370 flight 
with the Subang Traffic Air Control on March 8, 2014 (MH370 Wiki, 2014). The strategy, 
however, violated the SCCT recommendations since the airlines apprised the public after five 
hours the flight disconnected from the radar. This action contributed to the negative impact 
towards the organization because Malaysia Airlines took too many hours to notify the public 
especially the families of passengers on board that the jet disappeared without a trace. 
When a crisis occurs, Coombs (2007) stated that people curious to know what happened and 
the news media will grab the charge to fill the information vacuum and wanting to be a key 
source of initial crisis information. If the organization enduring the crisis does not 
communicate with the news media, other people will be happy to talk to the media on behalf 
of the organization (Coombs, 2007). These people unfortunately, may have inaccurate 
information or may try to use the crisis as an opportunity to attack the organization. Just like 
the MH370 case, it is worried if there were any other parties will “do the job” before the airline 
itself has the chance to do so and the worst case scenario could happen if the victims’ families 
heard the news from some other people first. 
 
Spokesperson in Organizational Communication 
The choice of the spokespeople in a crisis is critical as the spokesperson are those who will 
speak and liaise with the different stakeholders in the occurrence of a crisis (Cloudman & 
Hallaman, 2006) cited in (Adebayo, 2017). As mentioned in the early discussion, the 
organizations must respond swiftly when the crisis breaks. Thus, to act quickly, a 
spokesperson must be an autonomous (Marra, 1998), experienced, and a media-trained 
person who is well briefed, prepared, and self-controlled (as cited in Dutton et al., 2004). 
This claim is suggested in the SCCT guidelines where a visible spokesperson is a part of effective 
crisis communication management (Coombs, 2007). In this respect, Malaysia Airlines obeyed 
the SCCT guidelines as they decided to make sure that its top management was visible to the 
public in managing the crisis. The dominant figure of the organization, the GCEO, Ahmad 
Jauhari Yahya led a press statement on MH370 tragedy on the first day and was a visible 
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spokesperson for the organization in their time of crisis. His statement complied with the 
content recommendations of a crisis response (Coombs, 1999) cited in (Adebayo, 2017) as it 
consisted information about the crisis, their crisis communication management efforts, and 
compassion to the victims of the tragedy. 
However, speaking with one voice does not mean only one person presents the organization 
in the duration of a crisis. Coombs (2014) emphasized the public relations department to play 
more of a support role rather than being “the” spokespersons. The crisis team needs to 
distribute information so that different people can still convey a consistent message. In the 
MH370 case, Malaysia Airlines not only positioned Ahmad Jauhari Yahya as the spokesperson 
but they diversified the voices for the crisis. Not because Ahmad Jauhari Yahya was not the 
best choice to be the face of the crisis, but it was because Malaysia Airlines was the 
government-owned aviation company (Centre of Aviation, 2018). The Prime Minister of 
Malaysia, Najib Razak and Transport Minister, Hishammuddin Hussein were made visible 
within the first 24 hours of the crisis occurrence to address the public and feed them on the 
crisis information (MH370 Wiki, 2014) that was available based on what is known and what 
is being done in managing the crisis and its victims (Coombs, 2014) cited in (Adebayo, 2017). 
 
Diminish Crisis Response Strategies (Justification) 
Malaysia Airlines began to use the diminish crisis response strategy through the first media 
statement where they notified the loss of contact with the plane (MH370 Wiki, 2014) thus 
confirmed that this circumstance could be interpreted as something beyond the power of the 
organization, neither would they intentionally harm the passengers, their crew and the plane 
itself. 
Another example of the implementation of diminish CRS was when Malaysia Airlines moved 
swiftly forward to justify the speculation spread in the social media regarding the flight has 
emergency landed in Nanning, China (NBC News, 2014). Hishammuddin made the justification 
that the claim was incorrect and urged the public especially the media not to escalate the fake 
news as it can worsen the search and rescue mission of the lost jet (MH370 Wiki, 2014). The 
diminish strategy was adopted as the airlines knew how the power of media could affect the 
crisis communication in the tough time. Moreover, if the public’s perception is negative 
towards the crisis, the airline can immediately be blamed for the crisis. It is because plane 
accidents are a magnet of attention as the general public deliberately insists to know the 
cause of the accident (Cobb & Primo, 2003) as cited by Zafra & Maydell (2018). Thus the high 
level of communication with its stakeholders is needed in this crisis. 
 
Rebuild CRS (Compensation & Apology) 
As recommended in the SCCT, Malaysia Airlines has adopted the rebuild strategy as expected 
in the airline industry that involves plane accidents by compensating the families of 
passengers on board. It was an astonishing action employed by MAS as discussed in the 
previous section where Malaysia Airlines provided an abundant amount of aids towards the 
families such as immediate financial aid, travel facilities, accommodation, meals, and hotel. It 
can be observed that the compensation strategy employed by MAS was as a form of a full 
responsibility even though the incident happened was out of their control; it still required a 
strong crisis responsibility. In accordance with Coombs (2014), the outcomes of strong crisis 
responsibility will protect the reputation and purchase intention. It is because, in times of 
crisis, none of the organizations in the world would want to lose their customers. Thus, a victim 
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focus is what will help to reduce the amount of damage an organization suffers from the crisis 
(Coombs, 2014). 
Besides, rebuild CRS also involves the corporation to express sympathy and to explain what 
the organization is doing to prevent a repeat of the crisis (Coombs, 2007). It (apology) takes 
part in the SCCT as an apology expresses regret over the event and requests forgiveness as 
well as to restore the organization’s eroded reputation (Adebayo, 2017). Coombs (2012) 
claimed an apology is strongly recommended because of its ability to rebuild trust and it 
should significantly help to repair the damage done by the crisis. In this case, Malaysia Airlines 
was successful in conveying how they portrayed the emotions as mentioned in the previous 
section, MAS did not directly express their forgiveness towards the public, but some of the 
words showed that the airlines were deeply regretting over the bizarre disappearance. 
For instance, Ahmad Jauhari Yahya communicated in his statement, “To the families of the 
passengers on board MH370, we share your pain and anxiety. They are of the MAS family, 
and we are deeply affected by this unfortunate incident” (MH370 Wiki, 2014). Ahmad Jauhari 
highlighted the use of word “anxiety” to indicate the feeling of worry, nervousness, and 
unease about the unknown whereabouts of the jet. Anxiety creates a strong need for 
adjusting information, particularly the messages that can help stakeholders cope emotionally 
with the crisis. More research is necessary to include the value of stakeholder emotions into 
the formulation of crisis response strategies (Coombs, 2014). To add, Malaysia Airlines also 
obeyed the recommendations in the SCCT where the corrective actions and trauma 
counseling are well provided by the airlines as discussed in the first research question. 
Corrective actions, as claimed by Coombs (2007) are taken when the company accepts the 
responsibility of the wrongful acts and corrects the problem as their fault. It is aimed to 
reduce the offensiveness of the crisis act. 
 
Conclusion 
Based on the presented findings, this study concludes that MAS’ crisis communication 
management was reasonably functional regardless of depicting some unapologetically 
loopholes in the way they handled the crisis in the earliest times of tragedy. It showed that 
even though MAS did not rise to the theoretical definition of success and was not able to reach 
the momentum in operating the crisis, the airline company, however, survived the crisis. For 
instance, it is undeniable the airlines received criticism from the worldwide professional 
experts as they were judged because many of the media releases focused on dispelling myths 
and rumours circulating in the absence of information even though numerous statements 
were issued since it lost contact with the plane. It had grown the frustration among the 
affected stakeholders because the attentions were always diverted. 
However, MAS succeeded in ways they managed the families’ care. Malaysia Airlines 
conducted an excellent job in assisting the devastated families to ensure they have access to 
around-the-clock support. The comprehensive support program, which provided the 
caretakers since the day one of the crisis, managed to engage a really strong bond with the 
family members as they compassionately offered support, counsel, and care. The company 
also has fulfilled the responsibility in assigning the financial aids to the families of victims. 
In the respect of the crisis management theory, it can be concluded the airlines have obeyed 
and violated the guidance recommended in SCCT to survive a crisis. For instance, Malaysia 
Airlines obeyed the theory by employing diminish strategy, mainly justification most of the 
time to show its credibility to the stakeholders and at the same time, reduced the 
organization’s connection to the crisis. On the other aspect, Malaysia Airlines violated the 
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theory as its initial response took few hours to notify the public regarding the disappearance 
of MH370 flight from the supposed timeline. It is clearly contradicted from what SCCT has 
suggested for the organization to be quick in notifying the public about a certain crisis as the 
necessity of an immediate response to a crisis may inhibit the organization’s ability to access 
stakeholders. 
This research provides theoretical implication in bridging a gap between academic and 
industrial practice and a gap between crisis communication research and contextual use of 
crisis communication with a focus on a developing country like Malaysia (Adebayo, 2017). 
Practically, this research is not only limited to the academics but also provides practical 
implications on how to govern crisis especially a complex one as the study was able to 
propose insights into how Malaysia Airlines managed their crisis, a procedure that can be 
replicated for crisis communication management. In respect to this matter, the results from 
this analysis provide support to the recommendation of crisis scholar concerning crisis 
communication best practices as MAS was able to manage the disaster by showing 
compassion to the traumatized families and an adaptable crisis management plan and policy. 
Taking into account regarding MAS’ crisis communication management, expansion of this 
study is required to investigate whether Malaysia Airlines has the crisis communication 
management plan prepared before any disaster strikes in concerning why MAS delayed for 
several hours before communicating to the public about the lost contact with the plane and 
later released inconsistent information to the stakeholders. This type of information only can 
be assessed through internal contact or interview session with the management team of 
Malaysia Airlines to know if it was an internally or externally factor that affected their prior 
crisis plan and crisis communication strategy. Besides, future research may be conducted to 
investigate the crisis endured by other organizations in different angle such as the 
perspectives of public view using the quantitative research design since this study adopts the 
qualitative research approach. 
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